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The Historic Contact period village
at Norridgewock is well-known in
colonial history as a 17th- and
18th-century Native American

community on the border between French and
English colonial territories (Morrison 1984). It
was reported as early as the beginning of the
17th century, perhaps by Samuel de Champlain
and certainly by Samuel Purchas in 1625,
although it is best known through accounts of
the Jesuit priest Sebastian Rasle who later
resided there for about 30 years (Prins and
Bourque 1987; Sprague 1906). Although much
has been written about the Historic Contact
period native community at Norridgewock, the
archeological potential of several sites at the
locale has not been demonstrated until recently
(Cowie and Petersen 1992; Prins and Bourque
1987). This overview of the Norridgewock
Archaeological District National Historic
Landmark provides an example of the compati-
bility of both site preservation goals and archeo-
logical research, and shows that the two can
beneficially work hand-in-hand.

The Norridgewock National Historic
Landmark presently encompasses three separate
a rcheological pro p e rties in the towns of
N o rridgewock, Madison, and Starks in Somerset
C o u n t y, Maine; the Old Point Mission site (ME
69-2), the Sandy River site (ME 69-24) and the
Tracy Farm site (ME 69-11). Although the Old
Point Mission and the Tracy Farm sites were pre-
viously known to local artifact collectors and, in
the case of the Old Point Mission, from a rich his-

torical re c o rd, the University of Maine at
F a rmington Archaeology Research Center (UMF)
conducted the first systematic excavations in the
a rea in 1988 and 1990. All three sites are located
on land adjacent to the Weston Hydro e l e c t r i c
P roject, a facility owned and operated by Central
Maine Power Company (CMP), the largest utility
in the state. Like many such facilities in Maine,
the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission license
for the Weston Project was due to expire in the
early 1990s. UMF was contracted by CMP to con-
duct archeological phase I survey and phase II
testing along the margins of the 39.8 kilometer
(24.8 mile) long hydroelectric head pond. Of the
41 aboriginal sites identified by UMF, four were
found to contain deposits dating to the Historic
Contact period. Of these four sites, three were
d e t e rmined eligible for listing on the National
Register of Historic Places. These same three sites
w e re later designated as the Norr i d g e w o c k
A rchaeological District National Historic
Landmark on April 12, 1993.

The Sandy River site (ME 69-24) is located
in the town of Starks near the confluence of the
Kennebec and Sandy rivers. First identified by
UMF investigators in 1988 (To rrence, et al. 1990),
phase II testing in 1990 identified the presence of
singularly well-pre s e rved deeply buried deposits
dating from 600 to 300 years ago. Several heart h s ,
a probable roasting pit, and a buried living surf a c e
w e re found beneath buried alluvial deposits
indicative of frequent flooding. One of the most
exciting finds was the discovery of a large port i o n
of a St. Lawrence Iroquoian pot in a datable fea-

tion and tourism programs associated with the
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t u re. Belonging to a type rarely found in Maine
sites (Petersen 1990), radiocarbon analysis dated
the pot to A.D. 1450 +/- 110. Discovery of car-
bonized corn, squash, and other plant remains in
two features revealed evidence of seasonal occu-
pation. Analysis of these and other findings indi-
cate that the Sandy River site was pro b a b l y
abandoned as a habitation when its occupants
moved to more permanent year- round settlements
on higher, rarely flooded ground at and around the
Tracy Farm and the Old Point Mission villages.

Although cultivation has not damaged the
deeply buried Sandy River deposits, ero s i o n
caused by the fluctuating water levels of the
Weston Hydroelectric Pro j e c t
head pond threatens portions of
the site (Cowie and Petersen
1992). In response to this thre a t ,
c u rrent plans call for mitigation
of a small portion of the pro p e rt y
t h rough intensive excavation.

The Tracy Farm site is
located 500 meters (1,640') to the
n o rth of the Sandy River locale.
Long known to amateur collec-
tors, the site was first subjected
to professional investigation
when anthropologist Harald E.L.
Prins visited it in 1983. Checking
out a 1647 account suggesting
that the earliest Norr i d g e w o c k

community was located on the west bank of the
Kennebec across from the later Old Point Mission,
Prins found evidence of occupation on the surf a c e
of cultivated land within the Tracy pro p e rty (Prins
and Bourque 1987:138). Subsequent visits to the
site, including one with Bruce Bourque of the
Maine State Museum, aff i rmed the possibility that
Tracy Farm was the setting of the early
N o rridgewock settlement.

First tested by UMF archeologists in 1988,
Tracy Farm was more intensively examined during
phase II testing in 1990. Many of the more than
15,000 artifacts re c o v e red during testing near the
s u rface or in the hearths, pits, and other feature s
p re s e rved below the plow zone were associated
with terminal Late Woodland and Historic Contact
period occupations (Cowie and Petersen 1992).
Glass beads, European white-clay tobacco pipes,
and other unmistakable evidence of Euro p e a n
contact were found in several features. Half of the
contents of all features uncovered during this
phase were removed for study and pre s e rvation for
f u t u re investigation.

A post mold outline measuring 25 meters
(82') long by 5 meters (16.4') wide uncovered at
the site re p resents the first discovery of arc h e o l o g i-
cal evidence of a longhouse dwelling found in
n o rt h e rn New England (Cowie and Petersen
1992). One of the three pit features within the
longhouse was tested. Analysis of the contents of
this feature revealed a European white clay
tobacco pipe bowl, glass beads, animal bones, and
carbonized wood, butternut shell, and other plant
remains. Collectively, these deposits re p resent a
unique re s o u rce pre s e rving evidence of the time
when Native Americans were first interacting with
E u ropeans in the re g i o n .

E rosion presently threatens the southeastern
m a rgins of the site deposit at Tracy Farm .
Responding to this threat, mitigation excavations
w e re conducted in this area during the summer of
1995 by a UMF field school in arc h e o l o g y. The
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their side after the war ended, Norridgewock nev-
e rtheless ultimately became a staging ground for
raids against British colonizers encroaching on
Indian lands along the Kennebec River. This cycle
of encroachment and retaliation finally led to the
o u t b reak of a new conflict in 1722 most widely
known to today as Dummer’s Wa r, after the
Massachusetts lieutenant-governor who led
p rovincial troops against the Indians until 1727.
Unsuccessfully attacked when the conflict first
b roke out, the town was destroyed when a force of
m o re than 150 New England troops killed Rasle
and as many as 60 townsfolk on August 23, 1724.
Reoccupied by a small group of Abenaki in 1726,
the site was finally abandoned in 1754 after the
Kennebec Proprietors constructed posts uncom-
f o rtably close downriver at Fort We s t e rn and Fort
H a l i f a x .

I n t e rest in the Norridgewock mission extends
back to the early 1800s (Prins and Bourque 1987).
Father Benedict Fenwick of Boston instigated pur-
chase of a portion of Old Point in 1833 and spon-
s o red construction of a monument honoring Rasle
at the locale. Iro n i c a l l y, the Abenakis killed in the
attack are not mentioned on the monument’s
b ronze plaque. Wa rren K. Moorehead conducted
the earliest known professional archeological inves-
tigations at Old Point during the early 1920s
( M o o rehead 1922). In 1967, Dean Snow, then a
p rofessor at the University of Maine, visited the site
and re c o rded it in the Maine Site Survey files. The
locale was then tested by UMF in 1988 and 1990.

Testing by UMF investigators confirmed that
looters drawn to the site in part by the presence of
the Rasle monument have extensively damaged
significant portions of Old Point arc h e o l o g i c a l
deposits for more than a century. Hundreds of art i-
facts, including portions of Rasle’s communion ser-
vice, have been taken from the site. Many of these
collections have been since donated to the Maine
State Museum, which has recently mounted an
exhibit featuring them.

S u p p o rted by the Maine Historical
P re s e rvation Commission, UMF, and volunteers,
Cowie conducted limited fieldwork at Old Point in
1992 and 1994 as part of her dissert a t i o n
re s e a rch. These field investigations focused on the
delineation of the historically-documented pal-
isade and uncovered several thousand art i f a c t s ,
along with over 140 post molds, storage pits,
h e a rths, and other feature s .

The absence of aboriginal manufactures in
Historic Contact period deposits at Old Point
a ff i rms that the Abenakis abandoned much of their
traditional technology by the time they moved to
the Jesuit mission. Site deposits contain glass
beads, wine, and case bottle fragments, copper
and brass tinkling cones, projectile points, and

p roject was spon-
s o red by CMP and
the Maine Historic
P re s e rv a t i o n
Commission, and
s u p p o rted by a vol-
unteer project of
the Maine
A rc h a e o l o g i c a l
S o c i e t y. Findings
f rom field school
investigations will
be incorporated in
C o w i e ’s dissert a t i o n
re s e a rc h .

The Old Point Mission site is located on
another high terrace opposite the Tracy Farm on
the east bank of the Kennebec River in the towns
of Norridgewock and Madison. The history of
N o rridgewock mission village at Old Point is both
fascinating and tragic. Extensively documented
and widely known, the Abenaki village and associ-
ated Jesuit mission at Old Point played a signifi-
cant role in the Indian and French struggle to
maintain control in the region during the late-17th
and early-18th centuries. The Old Point mission
was originally established in the mid-1690s when
Jesuit missionary Sebastian Rasle travelled fro m
Quebec to Norridgewock. Shortly there a f t e r, many
Abenakis living on the Tracy Farm site moved
a c ross the river to Old Point. Father Rasle lived at
N o rridgewock for nearly 30 years during a tumul-
tuous time of warf a re and frontier conflict. The
Old Point mission village was abandoned and
d e s t royed by British troops during Queen Anne’s
War (1702-1713). Rebuilt with British help when
the New Englanders tried to win the Abenakis to

General view of the
long house post
mold pattern at
the Tracy Farm site,
facing southwest.
Photo courtesy
UMF ARC.
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Bruce J.Bourque.
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A monument to
Sebastian Rale and
the Indian victims
of the 1724 British
attack at Old Point.
Bruce Bourque
(left) and Alarick
Faulkner (right) in
foreground.Photo
by Robert Grumet,
1990.

beads, metal fragments, gun hard w a re, lead shot,
and European gun flints. Discovery of English gun
flints suggests contacts with British traders fart h e r
down the Kennebec River.

Only 12 features have been fully tested thus
f a r. Atlantic salmon and other animal bones and
floral remains of corn and European peas have
been identified in portions of feature fill subjected
to flotation analyses that separate small bones and
other usually undetected remains from excavated
s o i l .

C o n c e rned by continued threats caused by
looters and re c reational vehicle drivers motoring
along the several dirt roads that criss-cross the
site, Bruce Bourque suggested that the
N o rridgewock area be examined for potential
National Historic Landmark nomination as part of
the Historic Contact theme study in 1989. Short l y
t h e re a f t e r, UMF staff members Ellen Cowie and
James Petersen off e red to contribute findings made
t h rough their Weston Hydroelectric Project sur-
veys to the study. Working together, Cowie,
Petersen, and Bourque helped pre p a re the nomi-
nation form, which was presented by Bourque at a
meeting of the History Areas Advisory Board in
Washington on January 12, 1993. Three months
l a t e r, the Secre t a ry of the Interior formally desig-
nated Norridgewock as a National Historic
L a n d m a r k .

Although landowners have supported the
designation, none have yet approved erection of a
plaque that may direct further unwanted attention
to a site long threatened by destructive looting.
Designation has, however, contributed to pre s e rv a-
tion eff o rts at Norridgewock. The recognition of

Tracy Farm and
Sandy River as
n a t i o n a l l y - s i g n i f i-
cant sites, for
example, facilitated
development of a
c o n s e rvation ease-
ment protecting site
deposits written by
Maine Historic
P re s e rv a t i o n
Commission arc h e-
ologist Art h u r
Spiess when the
Tracy pro p e rty was
f o reclosed by the
F a rm e r’s Home
Administration in
1994. Later that
y e a r, Dr. Spiess
worked with the
National Park
S e rvice to develop

a plan for Historic Pre s e rvation Fund support for
C o w i e ’s dissertation re s e a rch at Old Point that bal-
anced re s e a rch needs with pre s e rvation re q u i re-
m e n t s .

The future of the Old Point Mission site
remains uncertain. The Madison Paper Company,
which owns most of the site area, has clearly
e x p ressed an interest in protecting the site.
Looters, however, continue to damage site
deposits. New partnerships need to be developed
between scholars, government agencies, state pro-
fessional and avocational societies, and the local
community to increase public awareness of the
i m p o rtance of protecting these national tre a s u re s .
Only then can the future of the past at
N o rridgewock be assured for all Americans.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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